326                                 Ireland.                              [CHAP.
season. The Melbourne Administration however, possibly be-
cause the new English Poor Law was coming into effect, did
really see what was the worst feature, perhaps, in the structure
of social life in Ireland, the presence of a huge population on
the soil, and did try to make a change for the better. A late
Report had disclosed the appalling fact that two millions and
a half of beings in Ireland were sunk in the lowest depths of
wretchedness; and society was injured in all its parts, owing
to the destructive burden of this vast mass of penury. All the
evils we have noticed before, rents forced up, wages beaten
down, millions squatted on the land in little patches, and the
potato made the only staff of life, had been increasing to a
marked extent; there had been no actual dearth since 1822,
but this state of things was fast becoming dangerous. The
Melbourne Government gave Ireland (1838), what should have
been given a century before, a Poor Law framed on the English
model; and this measure, asserting as it did the principle that
Property is bound to support Poverty, and above all, to
provide against its excess, has ultimately had very good results.
But it was introduced, as it were, at the eleventh hour; its
immediate effects could not be great; and it utterly failed, as
we shall see, to deal with the calamity of a few years afterwards,
which involved Ireland in a great catastrophe. The last im-
portant measure of the Melbourne Ministry was a well-designed
but imperfect reform of Municipal Government throughout
Ireland (1840). The great majority of the Irish Corporate
Bodies were the rulers of the small Parliamentary boroughs,
originally set up by James I, and of boroughs of a similar
class; they had become centres of Protestant ascendency of
the worst kind; and they were very properly swept away.
But Municipal Government was not placed on a popular basis
in the great towns of Ireland/largely owing to the opposition
of the Tories of the time; and a reform in this respect has to
be yet accomplished. It is scarcely necessary, however, to